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EDMUND RUBBRA (1901-1986)

The Complete Chamber Music & Songs with Harp

1 A Hymn to the Virgin Op. 13 No. 2 (1925) (2’36”)
2 Rosa Mundi Op. 2 (1921) (2’24”)
3 Fukagawa (Deep River) Trad. Japanese, arr. Rubbra (c. 1929) for harp (2’49”)
4 Pezzo Ostinato Op. 102 (1958) for harp (8’05”)
5 The Mystery Op. 4 No. 1 (1922) (1’14”)
6  Jesukin Op. 4 No. 2 (1922) (1’39”)
7 Orpheus with his lute Op. 8 No. 2 (1923) (1’50”)
8 Transformations Op. 141 (1972) for harp (13’21”)

 Op. 116 (1962)
9 I  A Night Thought on Terrace Tower (2’40”)
10 II  On Hearing her Play the Harp (1’08”)
11 III An Autumn Night Message (1’24”)
12 IV  A Song of the Southern River (1’04”)
13 V  Farewell to a Japanese Buddhist Priest Bound Homeward (3’22”)
14 Improvisation Op. 124 (1964) for cello (5’01”)
15 Discourse Op. 127 (1969) for harp and cello (6’52”)

16 SIR LENNOX BERKELEY (1903-1989) Nocturne (1967) for harp (3’56”)

17 HERBERT HOWELLS (1892-1983) Prelude (No.1) (1915) for harp (7’57”)

  Total playing time : (67’23”)

Tracey Chadwell, soprano   Danielle Perrett, harp
Timothy Gill, cello
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The meditative qualities in so much of the music of Edmund Rubbra (1901-86) resonate
strongly with our present day search for the spiritual. This aspect of his work stems both
from his roots in Western Christianity and from his lifelong interest in Eastern thought and
music.

The earliest of the Orient-inspired pieces on this disc is the Japanese dance
(Deep River) arranged by Rubbra in in the late 1920s. This may have been written for the
Arts League of Service, a group of travelling players, when presenting the Japanese Noh
play ‘Hagoromo’ in 1929. However, recent research by Lucy Cradduck, has also presented
the alternative that the arrangement could have been written for the dancer Algeranoff,
who joined Anna Pavlova’s company in 1921 and who was interested in both Japanese and
Indian dance. Rubbra worked with him until at least 1933. Whatever the origins, however,
this little dance produces a hypnotic effect.  It was originally written for piano, but the
texture and sonority of the harp fit the piece perfectly.

The Orient is again immediately obvious in the songs which comprise
(1962), a song cycle for soprano and harp, setting poems from the T'ang Dynasty
(618-906 AD) in translations by the American poet Witter Bynner. The work is a small
masterpiece and the last song is one of extraordinary intensity. Although in no way are
these pastiches of Chinese music, there is, nonetheless, a Chinese flavour to the textures,
melodies, harmonies and modes used. The cycle was written for soprano Elizabeth
Robinson and the harpist Ann Griffiths who did much to champion Rubbra as a composer
for harp. The first performance was given by them on BBC radio in 1963.

Rubbra's first major composition for solo harp, however, was the  of 1958.
This time the comparison is with an Indian raga. Rubbra and his friend, ethnomusicologist
Peter Crossley-Holland, had been to hear the great Indian musician Ali Akbar Khan
perform in London, and this had led to the idea of writing the harp piece; hence it was
dedicated to Crossley-Holland. (Ali Akbar Khan is the dedicatee of Rubbra's Piano
Concerto of 1955.) The whole piece is based on a four-note ascending pattern with no
deviation from one set scale throughout. The effect is to focus one's entire attention in a

Her hands of white jade by a window of snow
Are glimmering on a golden-fretted harp –
And to draw the quick eye of Chou Yü,
She touches a wrong note now and then.

As I walk in the cool of the autumn night,
Thinking of you, singing my poem,
I hear a mountain pine-cone fall...
You also seem to be awake.

Since I married the merchant of Ch'u-t'ang
He has failed each day to keep his word...
Had I thought how regular the tide is,
I might rather have chosen a river-boy.

You were foreordained to find the source.
Now, tracing your way as in a dream
There where the sea floats up the sky,
You wane from the world in your fragile boat...
The water and the moon are as calm as your faith,
Fishes and dragons follow your chanting,
And the eye still watches beyond the horizon
The holy light of your single lantern.

Setting of Poems of the Tang Dynasty (618-906 A.D)
Translated from the Chinese by Witter Bynner © 1963 by A. Lengnick & Co. Ltd.

Numbers 2,5,9-13 reprinted by kind permission of Alfred Lengnick & Co.



Jesukin
Lives my little cell within;
What were wealth of cleric high?
All is lie but Jesukin.
Sons of kings and kingly kin,
To my land may enter in;
Guest of none I hope to be,
Save of Thee, my Jesukin.
Unto Heav'ns High King confest
Sing a chorus, maidens blest!
He is o'er us, though within,
Jesukin is on my breast.

Orpheus with his lute made trees
And the mountain tops that freeze
Bow themselves when he did sing:
To his music plants and flowers
Ever sprung; as sun and showers
There had made a lasting spring.

Everything that heard him play,
E'en the billows of the sea,
Hung their heads and then lay by.
In sweet music is such art,
Killing care and grief of heart,
Fall asleep, or hearing, die.

Far through the night a harp is sighing
With a sadness of wind and rain in the strings...
There's a solitary lantern, a bugle-call -
And beyond Terrace Tower down goes the moon.
... Fragrant grasses have changed and faded
While still I have been hoping that my old friend would come..
There are no more messengers I can send him,
Now that the wildgeese have turned south.

meditative way, completely out of favour in the late 1950s, but now its rapt, still quality
sounds very contemporary.

Although Rubbra was very interested in Eastern thought throughout his life, he became a
Roman Catholic in 1948 and Christianity was always central to his outlook. Both Rosa
Mundi (1921) and The Mystery (an unaccompanied song dating from 1922) focus on
Christ as the Rose of the World. Of Rosa Mundi Rubbra said, even 50 years after its
composition, that "this little song was the point of departure for my future development."
The accompaniment can be for either harp or two violins or piano.

Another modal song, Jesukin (1922), sets a text by St Ita (480-570 AD). This is often
performed with  (1925) as they were later published as a pair. They
are both 'neo-mediaeval' although their harmonies and exquisite accompaniments could
only have been written in the twentieth century. The text of  is well
known through the later choral piece by Britten.

 (1923) sets John Fletcher's text used as a song heard at the beginning
of Shakespeare's . Here the harp accompaniment suggests the lute of the title
and the fluidity of this setting comes across in the subtle changes between two and three
beats in a bar which follow completely the line of the text. All five of these early songs,
although not fully mature Rubbra, are very fine and deserve to be better known.

Like the  and , however, the three latest of Rubbra's
works on this recording are of the highest stature. The solo cello  (1964) -
like  - is based almost entirely on a four-note pattern which is intensively
worked. It was dedicated to the cellist William Pleeth, a friend and fellow member of the
Rubbra-Gruenberg-Pleeth Piano Trio which played together throughout the late 1940s
and the 1950s. This is another rhythmically flexible and very expressive piece showing a
real understanding of the cello's capabilities.

This quality again comes through in  (1969) for cello and harp, where the writing
for the instruments as equals milks their full sonorities and reflects the qualities of both:
all the pieces on this CD are technically gratifying to play (which is not the same thing as



easy!).  was another piece written for harpist Ann Griffiths and it emerged only
after some plans for a harp concerto were abandoned.

 (1972) was commissioned by Ann Griffiths' husband, Dr Lloyd Davies,
and is one of the largest of all Rubbra's solo instrumental pieces. Transformation of the
musical material is exactly what happens throughout this piece. Not only substantial
within Rubbra's own output, these solo and chamber pieces with harp are amongst the
most substantial of any works for harp.

Sir Lennox Berkeley (1903-89) wrote his delightful  for harp (1967), with a
smaller scale in mind, because that is what his dedicatee (the brilliant teenage harpist
Hannah Francis) wanted. She played it on BBC radio and at Aldeburgh. Today it is not
often performed, which is a pity, as it is fully characteristic of the composer and is
Berkeley's only work for solo harp.

Even more of a rarity is the final piece on the CD, by Herbert Howells (1892-1983). His
 for harp was written in 1915 for Kate Wilson, a student at the RCM, but

never published. The manuscript only came to light when Kate died and it was
bequeathed to the Royal College of Music by her sister-in-law in the 1970s. It appears not
to have been performed by Kate, and Howells never followed this harp piece with any
others. Soon after it was bequeathed, a Junior Department student, Rowena Wilkinson,
performed it privately at the College for Howells who could scarcely recollect it. This
recording was the public world premiere - not a moment too soon. Like the Rubbra
masterworks for harp, this rich and yearning piece is set to count amongst the most
significant in the harp repertoire.

www.danielleperrett.co.uk

on = one   Levedy = Lady   thou see to me = to turn to me   ic mote = I may

The rose of the world hangs high on a thorny Tree.
Who-so would gather must harrow his hands and feet.
But oh! it is sweet.
The leaves that drop like blood from the thorny Tree.
Redden the roads of the earth from East to West.
They lie on my breast.
O Rose, O Rose of the World, bow down to me,
Who can cleave no more, so pierced are my hands and feet.
For oh! Thou art sweet.

Of on that is so fayr and bright
Velut maris stella,
Brighter than the day is light,
Parens et puella:
Ic crie to the, thou see to me,
Levedy, praye thi sone for me,
Tampia,
That ic mote come to the, Maria

Levedy, flour of alle thing,
Rosa sine spina,
Thu bere Jhesu, Hevene king,
Gratia divina:
Of alle thou ber'st the pris,
Levedy, Queene of Paradys
Electa:
Mayde milde moder es Effecta.

He came and took me by the hand
Up to a red rose tree,
He kept his meaning to Himself
But gave a rose to me.

I did not pray Him to lay bare
The mystery to me,
Enough the Rose was Heaven to smell,
And His own face to see.
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